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Introduction
Rising health care cost and resource constraints confront policy makers with the challenge to ensure
the financial sustainability of health care systems, without jeopardizing the main health system
objectives. To respond to this challenge,many European countries have introduced patient payments
for publicly financed health care services (patient cost-sharing) (1–4). The potential of patient cost-
sharing to contribute to the sustainability of the health care system relies on two elements. First,
cost-sharing generates additional sources of funding. Hence, through cost-sharing, some of the
health care cost might be shifted from public budgets to patients. Second, cost-sharing has the
potential to improve efficiency in publicly financed health care, as it is expected that patients, when
facedwith the price of health care services, reduce the utilization of unnecessary and low-value health
care (5, 6). It is also expected that this could slow the growth of health care costs. However, opponents
of cost-sharing question the potential of cost-sharing to improve efficiency and instead point to its
potentially negative effects on equity in health care. This is documented by evidence, among them
the best known is the RAND health insurance experiment (7, 8).
Whether the potential of cost-sharing can be realized without threatening equity and consumers
financial protection depends on various context-specific factors as well as on the design of the
cost-sharing systems applied by European countries.
Patient Cost-Sharing and Resources Generation
The ability of cost-sharing to generate revenues for the health sector is of particular interest to policy
makers in countries with a poorly financed health care systems, where the lack of sufficient resources
impedes the provision of health care services with an adequate quality and access. The evidence
indicates that inmanyCentral and Eastern European (CEE) countries, cost-sharing is seen primarily
as a measure to reduce existing deficits in the underfinanced health care systems (9).
Designing a cost-sharing system, which raises substantial resources, is not a straightforward
process and requires data on how consumers react to the change in the price of health care services.
Higher charges might provide a greater potential for revenues. Yet, if demand is price sensitive, such
cost-sharing system might substantially reduce the utilization of health care services. This limits
the revenues generated, and also might adversely affect the population’s health status (if consumers
forego the use of necessary care). For this reason, policy makers rather opt for cost-sharing to be
sufficiently low to assure that the majority of consumers are able to pay the fees while offering
even lower or no charges for those who cannot pay or who use health care frequently (10). A
review of cost-sharing arrangements for health care services in European countries (1) shows that
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in CEE countries, co-payments (a flat fee) for out-patient visit
ranges from approximately 1AC (Bulgaria, Czech Republic) to
approximately 3AC (Latvia Estonia for a visit to specialist) (data
for 2008–2009). In Western European countries, the fees are
higher, yet their contribution to health care financing is still rather
marginal, e.g., in Germany, a 10AC charge per first patient visit
to the medical doctor in each calendar quarter, which existed
till 2013, generated a net revenues of about two billion Euros a
year (approximately 1% of public health insurance expenditure)
(11). In some European countries (e.g., France, Slovenia), where
cost-sharing takes the form of co-insurance and patients pay a
percentage of health care cost, a private complementary health
insurance, frequently purchased by consumers, takes over the
responsibility and covers patients’ cost-sharing obligations.
The revenues from cost-sharing might be substantially
restricted because of exemptions or compensations for selected
population groups and payment limits, which are broadly applied
in European countries. For example, in Latvia, due to exemptions
(approximately one third of the population is exempted) and
payments caps, the revenues from cost-sharing are reduced by
half and accounted for 7% of total providers’ revenues (12).
Although the presence of protection mechanisms, which are
intended to diminish adverse equity effects of cost-sharing,
deserves credit, their design, and applications leave much to be
desired. The evidence indicates that the exemption/reduction
mechanisms applied by European countries are not always
well-targeted to those who need protection, for example, the
criteria for the exemption/reduction includes occupation (e.g.,
medical professionals or war veterans are entitled) (13). In
addition to an inadequate design of protection measures, their
implementation sometimes fails in practice, for example, due to a
problematic identification of vulnerable groups (e.g., low income
individuals) or the complexity of the protection system, which is
not transparent for patients and health care providers (14).
Patient Cost-Sharing and Efficiency
Improvements
In thewell-funded health care systems ofWestern European coun-
tries, patient cost-sharing is often implemented as a measure to
increase patient responsibility and thus, for a more efficient use of
health care resources. Economic theory provides the rationale for
the application of patient cost-sharing for the purpose of efficiency
improvement. Since the price is amajor determinant of the quanti-
ties of goods or services demanded, providing health care free-of-
charge at the point of use (as it is in case of pure public financing)
increases the quantity demanded (15–17). Part of this demand is
considered to be excess demand since the marginal benefits of the
consumption of these additional units of health care are lower than
the marginal costs of their provision. From an economic point of
view, efficiency then deteriorates as the best value for resources
spent is not obtained (18). Thus, economic theory predicts that
if consumers have to pay, they become more cost-conscious, i.e.,
they evaluate the expected benefits before the actual service use
and utilize only those services whose benefits exceed the cost for
them (5, 19). Imposing prices on the use of health care services
is expected to affect also other forms of health-related behavior
of health care consumers, i.e., provide incentives for a healthier
lifestyle and prevention, which also might lead to efficiency gains
in health care (20).
Nevertheless, the potential of cost-sharing to improve effi-
ciency and further contain costs relies on the assumptions that the
demand for health care is price sensitive and the decision on the
use of services is made by consumers. Moreover, when making
decisions, consumers are able to adequately value the services, i.e.,
estimate short- and long-term clinical benefits from the service
consumption and the consequences of their behavior (21). While
the first assumption is typically met, i.e., the quantity demanded
formost health care services reacts to changes in price (the exemp-
tion can be, for example, lifesaving surgical procedures), the other
assumptions are more doubtful (22).
First, the decision to use health care services is often not a
patients’ choice but rather a physician’s decision and in such case
implementing prices on services cannot be expected to change
the quantity demanded. The evidence from the USA indicates
that even if cost-sharing reduces the number of patient visits, the
intensity of services provided remains unchanged, as it is largely
driven by the providers (23). Therefore, cost-sharing alone with-
out adequate supply-side measures, i.e., incentives for health care
providers, has poor effectiveness in controlling the cost of health
care (24). The importance of supply-side measures to improve
efficiency and control cost of health care is well-recognized in
Europe. Yet, more effort should be made to align demand- and
supply-side measures for better performances of the health care
systems.
Second, given the existing information issues (consumers’
insufficient medical knowledge, uncertainty), it is questionable
whether consumers are able to adequately value the services and
distinguish between low- and high-value services. Particularly,
in case of services with positive externalities or merit goods
(e.g., preventive services), it is well-recognized that individual or
social benefits from their consumption are not fully recognized
and considered by individual consumers (25). Hence, for a cost-
sharing system to be able to enhance efficiency, it should give
price signals to help consumers to discriminate between low- and
high-value services. However, in European countries, the amounts
of patient payments are generally not aligned with the values
of the services for patients. Most countries apply uniform co-
payments for broad categories of services (visit to a GP/specialists,
hospitalization day) and few countries base the payment amounts
on the actual service cost (co-insurance, deductibles) (1). Such
“one size fits all” cost-sharing does not adequately moderate the
utilization of services and is likely to reduce both essential and
non-essential services, limiting the efficiency gain (26). This was
confirmed in various studies, including the RAND Health Insur-
ance Experiments conducted in the 1970s andmore recent studies,
which showed that an increase in patient cost-sharing results in
the reduction of not only ineffective care but also of medically
appropriate and essential care, and the low income and chronically
sick are disproportionally affected by cost-sharing (7, 27–31). The
evidence on the effects of cost-sharing policy in few European
countrieswhere such analyses have been performed, also confirms
the adverse equity effects of cost-sharing (32–34). For example,
the results of the study by Lostao et al. (32) indicate that patient
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cost-sharing in France reduces the frequency of physician visits
and that this decrease is greater for persons from the lower socio-
economic groups. Similarly, Rückert et al. (34) concluded that
co-payments inGermany detained socially deprived patients from
visiting a physician.
A Step Forward
Despite the policy expectations for enhancing the sustainability
of health care financing, the cost-sharing solutions applied by
European countries have limited potential to improve efficiency
or to generate additional resources. To better contribute to the
sustainability of health care systems, cost-sharing arrangements in
European countries should be reconsidered. The need to amend
cost-sharing policies has been already put forward in health care
debates. A new approach to cost-sharing called value-based cost-
sharing (value-based insurance design) has been proposed (35).
In this system, fees for health care services are differentiated based
on their cost-effectiveness or on the health benefits they provide;
health care services or goods, which are proven to be cost-effective
are provided with no charges, particularly for patients who can
benefit the most from their consumption (19, 36). Value-based
cost-sharing has been increasingly applied for pharmaceuticals.
In the area of health care services, it has been less common. Only
some attempts to relate the level of fees to the value of services can
be observed in European countries. For example, a review of cost-
sharing arrangements for health care services in 27 EU countries
(1) indicates that in a majority of these countries maternity and
preventive services are excluded from the cost-sharing obligation.
An interesting example comes from the Netherlands, where some
insurers offer an option for their enrollees to be exempted from
obligatory deductibles, if one uses services of preferred providers
(i.e., providers who adhere to price and quality agreements) (37,
38). A common European countries’ practice of reducing fees
for chronically ill should be also considered as a step toward
value-based cost-sharing.
The main barrier to the implementation of value-based
cost-sharing is the lack of data on the health benefits or
cost-effectiveness of health care interventions and the high-
administrative costs of such system.Nevertheless, European coun-
tries should consider a broader use of value-based cost-sharing
in the future. This system could complement supply-side mea-
sures to improve quality and efficiency in health care, such as
paying-for-performance and paying-for-coordination (39, 40).
Furthermore, the fiscal efficiency of cost-sharing systems should
be measured and should constitute important evaluation crite-
ria of cost-sharing policy, particularly in countries, which aim
to generate additional resources for health care through patient
payments.
Acknowledgments
The paper is based on the thesis of MT, titled “Patient cost-
sharing for health care in Europe” 2015. The study presented in
the thesis was financed by the European Commission under the
7th Framework Program, Theme 8 Socio-economic Sciences and
Humanities, Project ASSPRO CEE 2007 (Grant Agreement no.
217431). The content of the publication is the sole responsibil-
ity of the authors and it in no way represents the views of the
Commission or its services.
References
1. Tambor M, Pavlova M, Woch P, Groot W. Diversity and dynamics of
patient cost-sharing for physicians’ and hospital services in the 27 European
Union countries. Eur J Public Health (2011) 21(5):585–90. doi:10.1093/eurpub/
ckq139
2. Ros CC,Groenewegen PP,Delnoij DMJ. All rights reserved, or canwe just copy?
Cost sharing arrangements and characteristics of health care systems. Health
Policy (2000) 52(1):1–13. doi:10.1016/S0168-8510(00)00065-8
3. Abel-Smith B, Mossialos E. Cost containment and health care reform: a study
of the European union. Health Policy (1994) 28(2):89–132. doi:10.1016/0168-
8510(94)90030-2
4. Saltman RB, Figueras J. Analyzing the evidence on European health
care reforms. Health Aff (Millwood) (1998) 17(2):85–108. doi:10.1377/hlthaff.
17.2.85
5. Zweifel P, Manning WG. Moral hazard and consumer incentives in health
care. In: Culyer AJ, Newhouse JP, editors. Handbook of Health Economics.
Amsterdam: Elsevier (2000). p. 409–59.
6. Robinson R. User charges for health care. In: Mossialos E, Dixon A, Figueras J,
Kutzin J, editors. Funding Health Care: Options for Europe. Buckingham: Open
University Press (2002). p. 161–83.
7. Newhouse JP. Free for All? Lessons from the RAND Health Insurance Experiment.
Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press (1993).
8. ManningWG,Newhouse JP, DuanN, Keeler EB, Leibowitz A. Health insurance
and the demand for medical care: evidence from a randomized experiment. Am
Econ Rev (1987) 77(3):251–77.
9. Tambor M, Pavlova M, Golinowska S, Sowada C, Groot W. Towards a
stakeholders’ consensus on patient payment policy: the views of health-
care consumers, providers, insurers and policy makers in six central and
eastern European countries. Health Expect (2015) 18:475–88. doi:10.1111/hex.
12035
10. Björkman JW, Nemec J. Health Reforms in Central and Eastern Europe; Options,
Obstacles, Limited Outcomes. The Hague: Eleven International Publishing
(2013).
11. Stafford N. Germany repeals AC 10 quarterly charge for visiting the doctor. BMJ
(2012) 345:e7670. doi:10.1136/bmj.e7670
12. Mitenbergs U, Taube M, Misins J, Mikitis E, Martinsons A, Rurane A, et al.
Latvia: health system review. Health Syst Trans (2012) 14(8):1–191.
13. Atanasova E, Pavlova M, Moutafova E, Rechel B, Groot W. Out-of-pocket
payments for health care services in Bulgaria: financial burden and barrier to
access. Eur J Public Health (2013) 23(6):916–22. doi:10.1093/eurpub/cks169
14. Arsenijevic J, Pavlova M, Groot W. Out-of-pocket payments for public health-
care services by selected exempted groups in Serbia during the period of post-
war healthcare reforms. Int J Health Plann Manage (2014) 29(4):373–98. doi:10.
1002/hpm.2188
15. Pauly MV. The economics of moral hazard: comment. Am Econ Rev (1968)
58(3):531–7.
16. Arrow KJ. The economics of moral hazard: further comment. Am Econ Rev
(1968) 58(3):537–9.
17. ArrowKJ. Uncertainty and the welfare economics of medical care. Am Econ Rev
(1963) 53(5):941–73.
18. ManningWG,MarquisMS.Health insurance: the tradeoff between risk pooling
and moral hazard. J Health Econ (1996) 15(5):609–39. doi:10.1016/S0167-
6296(96)00497-3
19. Chernew M, Rosen A, Fendrick M. Value-based insurance design. Health Aff
(Millwood) (2007) 26(2):w195–203. doi:10.1377/hlthaff.26.2.w195
20. Rezayatmand R, Pavlova M, Groot W. The impact of out-of-pocket payments
on prevention and health-related lifestyle: a systematic literature review. Eur J
Public Health (2013) 23(1):74–9. doi:10.1093/eurpub/cks034
21. Braithwaite RS, Rosen AB. Linking cost sharing to value: an unrivaled yet
unrealized public health opportunity. Ann Intern Med (2007) 146(8):602–5.
doi:10.7326/0003-4819-146-8-200704170-00011
Frontiers in Public Health | www.frontiersin.org August 2015 | Volume 3 | Article 1963
Tambor et al. Patient cost-sharing in Europe
22. Mwabu G. User Charges for Health Care: A Review of the Underlying Theory
and Assumptions. Helsinki: UNU World Institute for Development Economics
Research (UNU/WIDER) (1997).
23. Swartz K. Cost-sharing: effects on spending and outcomes. The Synthesis
Project. Research Synthesis Report. Princeton, NJ: Robert Wood Johnson Foun-
dation (2010). p. 20.
24. Dawson D. Why charge patients if there are better ways to contain costs,
encourage efficiency and research for equity. Eurohealth (1999) 5(3):29–31.
25. McPake B. User charges for health services in developing countries: a review
of the economic literature. Soc Sci Med (1993) 36(11):1397–405. doi:10.1016/
0277-9536(93)90382-E
26. Fendrick AM, SmithDG, ChernewME. Applying value-based insurance design
to low-value health services. Health Aff (Millwood) (2010) 29(11):2017–21.
doi:10.1377/hlthaff.2010.0878
27. Gibson TB, Ozminkowski RJ, Goetzel RZ. The effects of prescription drug cost
sharing: a review of the evidence. Am J Manag Care (2005) 11(11):730–40.
28. Chandra A, Gruber J, McKnight R. Patient cost-sharing and hospitalization
offsets in the elderly. Am Econ Rev (2010) 100(1):193–213. doi:10.1257/aer.100.
1.193
29. Goldman DP, Joyce GF, Zheng Y. Prescription drug cost sharing: associations
withmedication andmedical utilization and spending and health. JAMA (2007)
298(1):61–9. doi:10.1001/jama.298.1.61
30. Trivedi AN, Rakowski W, Ayanian JZ. Effect of cost sharing on screening
mammography in medicare health plans. N Engl J Med (2008) 358(4):375–83.
doi:10.1056/NEJMsa070929
31. Chernew M, Gibson TB, Yu-Isenberg K, Sokol MC, Rosen AB, Fendrick AM.
Effects of increased patient cost sharing on socioeconomic disparities in health
care. J Gen Intern Med (2008) 23(8):1131–6. doi:10.1007/s11606-008-0614-0
32. Lostao L, Regidor E, Geyer S, Aïach P. Patient cost sharing and social inequal-
ities in access to health care in three western European countries. Soc Sci Med
(2007) 65(2):367–76. doi:10.1016/j.socscimed.2007.05.001
33. Huber CA, Rüesch P, Mielck A, Böcken J, Rosemann T, Meyer PC. Effects
of cost sharing on seeking outpatient care: a propensity-matched study in
Germany and Switzerland. J Eval Clin Pract (2012) 18(4):781–7. doi:10.1111/
j.1365-2753.2011.01679.x
34. Rückert I-M, Böcken J,MielckA. AreGerman patients burdened by the practice
charge for physician visits (‘Praxisgebuehr’)? A cross sectional analysis of socio-
economic and health related factors. BMC Health Serv Res (2008) 8(1):232.
doi:10.1186/1472-6963-8-232
35. DrummondM, Towse A. Is it time to reconsider the role of patient co-payments
for pharmaceuticals in Europe?Eur JHealth Econ (2012) 13(1):1–5. doi:10.1007/
s10198-011-0353-8
36. Fendrick AM, Chernew ME. Value-based insurance design: aligning incentives
to bridge the divide between quality improvement and cost containment. Am J
Manag Care (2006) 12(Spec):SP5–10.
37. TamborM, PavlovaM,Golinowska S, SowadaC, GrootW. The formal-informal
patient paymentmix in European countries. Governance, economics, culture or
all of these? Health Policy (2013) 113(3):284–95. doi:10.1016/j.healthpol.2013.
09.011
38. Thomson S, Schang L, Chernew ME. Value-based cost sharing in the United
States and elsewhere can increase patients’ use of high-value goods and services.
Health Aff (Millwood) (2013) 32(4):704–12. doi:10.1377/hlthaff.2012.0964
39. Doran T, Fullwood C, Gravelle H, Reeves D, Kontopantelis E, Hiroeh U, et al.
Pay-for-performance programs in family practices in the United Kingdom. N
Engl J Med (2006) 355(4):375–84. doi:10.1056/NEJMsa055505
40. Tsiachristas A, Dikkers C, Boland MR, Rutten-van Mölken MP. Exploring
payment schemes used to promote integrated chronic care in Europe. Health
Policy (2013) 113(3):296–304. doi:10.1016/j.healthpol.2013.07.007
Conflict of Interest Statement: The authors declare that the research was con-
ducted in the absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be
construed as a potential conflict of interest.
Copyright © 2015 Tambor, Pavlova, Golinowska and Groot. This is an open-access
article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC
BY). The use, distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the
original author(s) or licensor are credited and that the original publication in this
journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice. No use, distribution
or reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these terms.
Frontiers in Public Health | www.frontiersin.org August 2015 | Volume 3 | Article 1964
